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With Silvio Berlusconi finally conceding defeat in last month’s election, 
Michael Gross considers prospects for an improved Italian science base 
under the centre-left coalition led by Romano Prodi.
Italy looks ahead“Veni, vidi, vici” it wasn’t. When the 
former president of the European 
Commission, Romano Prodi, 
declared his victory in the Italian 
elections, it was more of a photo 
finish than a Caesarean triumph. 
After days of counting and 
recounting, Prodi’s 9-party alliance 
was by just over 25,000 votes 
(less than 0.1%) ahead of the 
coalition of parting prime minister 
Silvio Berlusconi, who stubbornly 
refused to admit defeat. 
The election drew more 
attention than Italian politics 
normally would, as Berlusconi’s 
colourful character and the 
political style displayed over the 
last five years managed to divide 
opinions not only in his country 
but in the rest of the world as well. 
Many Italian scientists, too, will 
have been following the elections 
and the aftermath with particular 
attention. 
Over the last few years, a 
consensus has emerged that 
the situation of science in Italy is 
bad and getting worse. The most 
conspicuous indicator of Italy’s 
problem is the fact that the overall 
R&D spending of the country is 
lagging far behind even the EU 
average. By 2010, the 15 then EU 
members agreed in 2000, each 
member state should invest 3% 
of its GDP in research. The latest 
figures available for all member 
states (for 2003) show a leading 
group ranging from Sweden 
(4.3%) to the Netherlands (1.9%). 
Italy leads the rearguard with 
1.1%. To add insult to injury, the 
latest competitiveness ranking 
of the World Economic Forum 
lists Italy in position 47, the 
lowest position for any of the 15 
established EU members, and on 
equal scores with Botswana. 
Romano Prodi has already 
committed himself to spending 
more money on research. Talking 
to scientists before the election, 
he reportedly mentioned a figure of 400 million euros per year on 
top of current spending. 
Prodi has also consulted 
scientists to find out what the 
extra money should be spent 
on. The trend under Berlusconi’s 
aegis had been to favour applied 
research and cut back on 
fundamental science. Prodi’s 
government is likely to follow the 
recommendations of scientists 
who would like to see this policy 
reversed. 
Obviously, if he wants to spend 
more money on science and 
make a tangible difference for 
the situation of science in Italy, 
he will also have to look at how 
this money is distributed. Both 
the National Research Council, CNR, and the research ministry, 
which gives grants to university 
researchers, have come under 
attack for the way they hand out 
(or more likely: don’t hand out) 
research funds. 
Much of the new funds might go 
into recruiting more researchers. 
But the recruitment process itself 
has also come under attack. “The 
recruitment system works through 
the practice of public competitions 
called concorsi,” explains David 
Calef, a science writer and former 
researcher who has observed 
the situation closely. “These are 
far from being transparent, open 
and meritocratic. The concorsi 
are often just an exercise in 
cronyism. At the very least, the 
typical concorso favours local 
candidates,” Calef says. This 
leads to a one-directional brain 
drain, as many Italian researchers Defeat: Many Italian researchers are hoping for better prospects following the de-
feat of Silvio Berlusconi’s conservative government. (Picture: Alberto Pellaschiar/AP/ 
EMPICS.)
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A political deal in Strasbourg last 
month has revealed the likely 
budget of the European Union’s 
next seven-year tranche of 
research funding which may prove 
a big boost to member states with 
low levels of national funding.
The European Parliament, 
the EU Council of Ministers 
and European Commission 
representatives have struck a 
48 billion euro deal in an overall 
agreement on the Brussels budget 
for 2007–13.
Officials warn that there could 
be some budgetary tinkering 
in formal votes at the Council 
and Parliament, but the deal 
was sufficiently robust for Janez 
Potocnik, the EU research 
commissioner, to say: “I am 
pleased that an agreement has 
been reached. Now we have to 
get on with the important work of 
agreeing the programmes.”
The deal represents a significant 
increase in research spending 
in the new Seventh Framework 
Programme compared with 
the current Sixth Framework 
Programme, which won 15.5 
billion euros over five years. 
Although the EU gained ten new 
members in 2004 and will admit 
Romania and Bulgaria in 2007, 
annual FP7 funding will still be 
twice as much as FP6, raising 
hope for researchers in states with 
low domestic research funds.
Ministers, MEPs and Brussels 
officials also found 800 million 
euros more for lifelong learning, 
including the Erasmus and 
Leonardo da Vinci programmes, 
taking this budget section up to 
6.4 billion euros.
New money looms for European 
science. Nigel Williams reports.
EU research 
budget boost
Wrangles: The European Union has been locked in battle over budgets but agreed a 
proposal for research funds in Strasbourg last month. (Picture: European Parliament.)flee abroad, while none from 
outside Italy can penetrate the 
system.
After various reforms and 
several rounds of decentralisation 
followed by recentralisation, the 
whole process may have to be 
reconstructed from scratch. “A 
recent bill passed last year  
intends to [...] promote 
meritocracy,” Calef adds, “but  
it is not very clear whether it  
can succeed.”
This is a particularly sensitive 
area, as the Berlusconi 
government has been accused 
of filling high-ranking posts in 
the science administration based 
on political favoritism rather 
than scientific merit. The journal 
Nature listed three high-level 
appointees whose supposed 
scientific credentials didn’t 
withstand scrutiny, and accused 
two of them of “playing safe by 
doing nothing”. Emanuele Paci, 
an Italian researcher based in 
the UK, comments: “The people 
that Berlusconi finds are often 
ludicrous. I wonder whether 
nobody else is willing to be 
appointed by Berlusconi, or if he 
did it with scorn, knowing that 
most of the people in university 
and research are against him.”
Following Prodi’s narrow 
election victory, many scientists 
are cautiously optimistic. “The 
results were not as good as I 
hoped, but still good in the sense 
that all must change. The situation 
is terrible, but everybody is aware 
that it cannot change in one day,” 
says Paci. 
David Calef fears, however, that 
there is a deep cultural problem at 
the bottom of all this. “Ultimately, 
the political class does not seem 
to care much about science and 
technology,” he says. “All they 
seem to be interested in is making 
Italy the tourist attraction of 
the world.” Given that sunshine 
and landscapes are free, his 
arguments suggest, it seems to be 
easier and cheaper to live off the 
triumphs of the Roman emperors 
and Renaissance painters than to 
come up with winning strategies 
for the future. 
Michael Gross is a science writer based 
at Oxford. He can be contacted via his 
web page at www.proseandpassion.com 
